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Overview

• What is the problem/problems?
• What has changed in the last several decades?
• What is known about the relationship 

between environment and behavior?
• What research challenges exist?
• What can we learn by studying environment 

and behavior?
• How can this knowledge improve lives?
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What is the problem/problems?

• “Recent” past (last 30-40 years)

• Weight gain
• Increase in chronic diseases
• Less social interaction

• Behaviors have changed
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What has changed in the last several 
decades?

• Physical activity
– Decrease in daily lives
– Smaller spatial realm
– Transportation “efficiencies”
– Desk jobs

• Diets 
– Portion sizes
– Preparations
– Shopping/eating habits
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Decreased physical activity realm
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“... the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short. ”
--Thomas Hobbes

Modern conveniences
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Modern conveniences
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A worldwide crisis?
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A worldwide crisis?
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Food preparations
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Food preparations
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Food preparations
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What is known about the relationship 
between environment and behavior?

• From an objective/emprical research 
perspective, not much is known

• Cross sectional studies have limitations
• Big assumptions are made, e.g., 

– The environment around the home location 
affects overall behavior

• Very little empirical and objective information 
on behavior in time and space
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What research challenges exist?

• Measurements are costly
• Measurements take time
• Measurements are difficult

– Technological limitations
– Burdensome on participants

• Trusted methods are in development
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What can we learn by studying 
environment and behavior?

• Environment has had an effect on behaviors 
related to energy balance

• Excess 500 calories / day = 1 pound / week
2 x 20 fl. oz. soda per day
2 hr walking per day

• Any change in behavior can make a difference
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How can this knowledge improve 
lives?

• Even minor environmental changes may have 
an effect on behavior

• Knowing the relationship between 
environment and behavior can influence
– Environmental design
– Policy (e.g., zoning, business permitting, economic)
– Focus on those most at risk (e.g., subsidies for 

healthy foods)
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Why do we need additional research?

• Very little detailed information exists
– What do people do? 
– Where do they go? 
– Where do they shop? 
– What do they eat?

• We are starting to collect and process some 
of this type of data
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A start at getting objective data

• Measured and 
classified using
automated methods
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Questions?

Phil Hurvitz
phurvitz@u.washington.edu
http://gis.washington.edu/phurvitz
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